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New  rain ng meth ds 
f r commu ication and 
investigation; corporate 
consultation; 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Objects  Metal detectors; body 
scanners; X‐rays; 
passports; passport 
scanners; biometric 
scanners; computer 
terminals; kiosks; stun 
guns; guns; pepper 
spray; handcuffs; 
batons; customs forms; 
LayAR (augmented 
reality) glasses, alerting 
personnel to medical 
needs and possible 
flags; smart walls with 
embedded biometrics; 
Processes  Disembarking; 
proceeding to customs; 
visiting the washroom; 
filling out a customs 
form; deciding which 
line to stand in; waiting 
in line; going to a kiosk; 
answering 
questions/asking the 
questions; running a 
passport; asking about 
duty‐free items & items 
to declare; paying tax; 
stamping a form; 
waiting for baggage; 
collecting baggage; 
handing off a form; 
inspecting a form; 
possible secondary 
screening;  
Internal audits with 
paid actors; scanning 
QR codes on legal 
documents (custody, 
citizenship, etc.); 
“Israeli‐style” airline 
customer surveillance 
and flagging; access to 
airline flagging records; 
filling out customs 
forms via the 
touchscreens affixed to 
seat‐backs on airplanes; 
Environments  Customs room; customs 
line; separate lines for 
frequent travellers; 
inert signage (posters) 
in French and English; 
secondary screening 
rooms; fluorescent 
lighting;  
Separate customs lines 
for families with 
children; interactive 
signage in multiple 
languages; softer 
lighting; constant audio 
surveillance and 
recording; 
Figure 5: Innovations present and future 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What just happened? 
The preceding scenario may require a bit of unpacking for some people. 
Basically, the scenario suggests enhanced customer service training for border 
services officers, so that they can keep travellers chatting long enough to 
evaluate their personalities and assess whether they may be hiding something. 
This system is augmented by additional technologies that assist in surveillance 
efforts. These technologies are primarily ambient and almost unnoticeable, and 
cause far less anxiety. In addition, they reduce boredom and frustration while 
increasing intelligence. Some of these technologies are fairly basic, such as a 
blastproof box (the sort that is already available at Israeli airports like Ben 
Gurion). Others are more advanced and complex, such as an augmented reality 
layer for BSOs and smart walls for travellers who want information and 
entertainment to distract them while in line. However, the end result is a more 
intimate environment wherein both parties feel better about the entire process, 
and where border services actually feel like customer service.  
The weakness of the technologies presented in this scenario is that they 
are context‐dependent. For example, many of them would not work outside the 
airport environment, and would require further development to be viable at 
drive‐through crossings or on trains or boats. Further, these solutions presume a 
populace that is already very comfortable with invisible surveillance and a 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distinct lack of privacy. One could argue that the popularity of social networks 
like Facebook and others make this comfort a foregone conclusion, but doubtless 
there are others who would insist on greater privacy or at least tighter control 
over it. In this way, the solutions here are also just as wicked as the problem that 
inspired them: they usher in even more problems than they solve.  
However, it is important to note that the narrative presented above is far 
different from my own or Peter Watts’ or many others regarding the border 
crossing experience. BSO Schumacher is a shy woman who overcomes her innate 
tendencies to become a better officer by performing a more extroverted identity 
while simultaneously trusting her instincts and digging deeper for the truth. At 
no point does she attempt to intimidate Rivera, or harass him, even though she 
suspects that something strange is afoot. Nor does she attempt to stonewall him 
with long silences or a flat, emotionless affect. She also makes no effort to trap 
him in legal terminology, or to ask him to sign something he does not 
understand. At all points, she is nothing but friendly and well‐mannered. 
Moreover, she counts on her team to execute other points of the process, from 
surveillance to secondary inspection. This is not a lone wolf character who plays 
by her own rules. This is an officer who understands her position within the chain 
of command and as a part of a functioning service system. 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Conclusions and future research 
I leave it to the reader to decide whether the solutions outlined in the story are 
in keeping with the design principles I have mentioned throughout this report. 
First, it is important to remember that they are not “solutions,” per se, but 
suggestions. No technology, and no style of training, is ever completely 
foolproof. Failures happen. However, I believe this story offers a way of 
arranging the border crossing at airports that is “richer and more humane,” and 
more enjoyable for both BSOs and the people they process through the system 
and into the country. 
Narratives and stories have a certain power to take us back to a specific 
time or place if they are told well, or at least told memorably. Stories became a 
key element in the work of framing, writing and completing this project. It 
seemed that everyone had a bad border story, and everyone wanted to hear 
mine, or to hear the others that I had heard. This included my hair stylist, total 
strangers, and my fellow writers and academics. Everyone had an opinion, it 
seemed, as well as a story to tell. It was also through story and narrative that I 
was able to better empathize with border patrol and border services officers. 
Reading stories about animal smuggling, or finding truckloads of corpses in the 
desert, is an instant way to earn reader sympathy for the people who have to 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deal with these affronts to basic human decency on a daily basis. I would not 
want to be a border guard or service officer. Their job is difficult and dangerous, 
and it should come as no surprise that after a while, some of these individuals 
can become jaded in such an obvious way that travellers cannot help but notice. 
It also bears mentioning that the stories we do not tell are just as 
important as the ones we do. Good service tends to be invisible and therefore 
unremarkable. This should not be the case. Good service, especially at 
international borders, should have attention called to it early and often. Positive 
reinforcement can work wonders in any organization, and it is important to 
remember that for every one border officer who seems intent on making things 
difficult, there are likely five or ten others in the same room who have no such 
intention. They are the reasonable ones, and they deserve all the appreciation 
they can get. 
For these reasons, I am happy that this first version of this project relied so 
heavily on narratives. Stories about the border are instantly relatable for other 
travellers, and this collection of stories might be a good conversation‐starter for 
those who work in border services, at any level. There are certainly enough ideas 
in the story, although not as many as would have been generated by using 
another method like structured dialogic design, workshopping, mess‐mapping, or 
any of the other methods intended to gather input from multiple sources in 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person. For this reason,  I have included a second list of the interventions that 
can begin tomorrow without any special technologies. 
What changes can be implemented tomorrow? 
Here is a list of the possible “shovel‐ready” projects that border service agencies 
all over the world could start working on tomorrow, that would increase traveller 
satisfaction and create a more secure environment: 
• Create a separate line for families with children. 
• Position service‐oriented BSOs throughout the line before travellers reach 
the kiosks, so that they can ask questions about the process or how to fill 
out their forms. 
• Change the lighting from fluorescent to “natural” compact fluorescent, so 
the environment feels less institutional. 
• Partner with local tourist boards or chambers of commerce to create 
smart posters and ad campaigns aimed directly at travellers. Distract 
them. 
• Start the security process as soon as travellers enter airports. Implement 
a variation of the Ben Gurion model, or the model currently being tested 
at Boston’s Logan Airport. 
• Hire “chatty” BSOs. Focus on candidates with customer service 
backgrounds, not law enforcement backgrounds. 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• Bring in consultants from communications experts to train BSOs. These 
may include family or other therapists who specialize in body language 
and how to ask hard questions in a softer manner. 
• Differentiate customs lines from holding cells. At the moment, both are 
blandly institutional. The line should feel like a more welcoming place 
where travellers can let their guard down. If they are held for any reason, 
that holding space is the one that should feel intimidating – not the one 
that greets travellers who may know little else about their destination. 
Future research 
This major research project has led me in several interesting directions, and the 
journey does not end here. I am under contract to deliver a report to Brian David 
Johnson, lead futurist at Intel, on this topic. That report will build on this 
research, and will be used as a text for students in the company’s innovation 
training program for United States Air Force cadets. These students will be 
learning about design thinking and wicked problems, with the US/Mexico border 
as their primary context.  
The report will source information from contacts I have made during the 
process of completing this project, including Ken Hudson and his students, as 
well as volunteers with the Arizona‐based migrant aid organization No More 
Deaths. It will also utilize data derived from my experience guest‐blogging about 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this project at BoingBoing.net, a public website that has focused previously on 
border‐related issues as well as those of contemporary culture, technology, and 
art. I will not start blogging there until October 2011 at the earliest. 
For any researchers or designers interested in prototyping service solutions 
at the border, I suggest the iterative model espoused by Blomkvist. Rapid 
prototyping allows for a “small bets” style of intervention where one variable can 
be envisioned, changed, and evaluated in shorter order without disrupting a 
service as a whole. (Blomkvist, 2011) However, it is most important to do the 
requisite envisioning before this process can begin. The vision I have offered 
here of the future of borders will likely not appeal to all or even many of the 
stakeholders involved. It is bound to offend almost everyone on some level, from 
its invasive surveillance practises of both travelers and BSOs to the additional 
money it would doubtless cost to implement higher‐tech solutions. There is 
profound inertia at work in these environments as they exist now, and usually 
only major wildcard events like September 11 or SARS can change them. But by 
prototyping, changes to the system can happen at a more gradual pace that 
allows stakeholders to accept one difference at a time. 
I would also recommend to anyone seriously intending to alter this system 
that they work on a team. All of the research collated in my literature review 
(and there is much I did not quote directly) was done in teams – even the very 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important work of Chad Haddal at the Congressional Research Service. The 
stakeholder analysis, problem framing, and research implementation required to 
achieve lasting change in systems of this size is far too large a task to be done by 
one person. It must be a team effort, and that team will likely have to operate in 
multiple airports and land crossings in order to fully understand the nature of the 
problems. The work would take years. It would be worth it. 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